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THIS IS PERFECT

Tastemaker of the moment Rose Tarlow dictates the way Hollywood moguls
of the moment should live, and won't stop until the place is perfect.

BY SUSAN ORLEAN

ETTING Rose Tarlow to decorate
your house is not an easy
thing. To start with, you have

to be extremely persuasive. Sometimes it
is easier to buy a nice house than to talk
Tarlow into decorating it. This is what
happened in David Geffen’s case. A few
years ago, Jack Warner’s house was up
for sale. The Warner house is a big place
in Bel-Air, with five bed-
rooms, a screening room, a
sunroom, a nursery suite,
and an office; there’s eigh-
teenth-century wood pan-
elling in some rooms and
Art Deco detailing in oth-
ers; and there are tennis
courts, a neoclassical swim-
ming pool, a golf course, a
caddy shack, a maids’ house,
and twelve acres of woods,
lawns, formal gardens, in-
formal gardens, driveways,
a pergola, a fountain, clas-
sical stone statuary, and
panoramic views. Geffen
had a long-standing fond-
ness for this house, so
when Jack Warner’s widow
died and her estate put the
house on the market he
snapped it up for forty-
seven and a half million
dollars. Easy. Then he
started pestering Tarlow
to fix it up. “I was absolutely not inter-
ested,” Tarlow says. “He kept asking. I
kept saying no. I think no one ever says
no to David, so I kept him intrigued.”

Tarlow, a furniture designer, an
antiquaire, the owner of a tony design
shop in Los Angeles, and a person of fa-
mously good taste, had decorated only
a couple of places before this: a thirty-
thousand-square-foot house belonging
to a very rich family in Australia; Edgar
Bergen’s old house in Holmby Hills,
which is now owned by a film producer;
and Barbara Walters’ house in Bel-Air.

Tarlow’s favorite thing in the world is to
say that she is not a decorator. Nonethe-
less, everyone in Hollywood with a
couple of million dollars and some nag-
ging insecurities about furniture wants
her to decorate his or her house. She
says that because Geffen is a friend of
hers she agreed to take a look at the con-
tents of the Warner house—for forty-

David Geffen finally got Tarlow—who doesn’t do houses—
to do his, and it will be one of the best in town.

seven and a half million, it came with
some old chairs and stuff—so she gave
Geffen her opinion of the antiques, and
then she found herself shopping with
him for furniture, and then she began
drawing plans for building a new pool
house and reorganizing some of the
bedroom space, and the next thing she
knew she was dispatching workmen to
tear down walls, rip up plumbing, recess
light switches behind hand-carved pan-
elling, cut ceilings for skylights, and stain
floors five times to get the perfect golden
hue. That was two and a half years ago.
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She is still working on the house, and
figures it will be another year or so until
she is satisfied that she has got it right.

Tarlow says that she finally consented
to do the Warner house because David
Geffen is very charming and very per-
sistent, but the real reason is that if Tar-
low is around anything that she doesn’t
think is perfect, she cannot restrain her-
self for very long from trying to make it
so. Things other people might not mind
looking at—telephones, minor Picassos,
rolls of toilet paper, and forty-seven-
and-a-half-million-dollar not quite fin-
ished fixer-uppers—drive her crazy. She
is also so discerning that it’s scary. She
will glance at what appears to be, say, a
bouquet of flowers, a big brown chair,
an O.K.-looking lamp, and an old toy
horse, and in an instant declare one aw-
ful, one terrible, one a horrible mess, and
one just perfect, not necessarily in that
order and not necessarily referring to
qualities that a less discerning person
would have noticed. The unnerving
thing is that as soon as she makes the dec-
larations they seem plainly right. During
a few days I spent with her, I would try
to guess ahead of time which things
Tarlow liked and which she found hid-
eously deficient. I would also try to iden-
tify themes. I woke up one moming think-
ing about a few things in her house—
specifically, some gigantic paving stones
and a pair of big carved horses from
Thailand—and suddenly thought, I get
it! She likes large objects only! And when
I saw her next I mentioned casually that
it seemed that her taste was strictly for
furniture and objects of monumental scale.
She looked slightly impatient and said,
“Not necessarily. Something small can be
perfect. It doesn’t have to be big.” She
dug around on her desk and picked up
a palm-size sterling-silver flask covered
with woven straw and said, “See this? This
is perfect. This is really good. It isn’t big,
is it?” I conceded that it was indeed not
big, and then spent the next hour or so
trying to figure out what a little silver
flask had in common with huge slabs
of French stone and a pair of big white
seventeenth-century carved horses. It
was a little like taking an 1.Q. test and
having to pick out the right pair of twins.
I flunked most of my attempts. After
guessing that the theme of her taste was
loyalty to large objects, I tried rustic,
then French, then wooden, and then a
sort of meta-theme of “enormous quan-

tities of anything massed together in an
interesting way.” These were also wrong.
I thought that at the very least it was
clear that she liked only old things—af-
ter all, she had run a distinguished an-
tique business, and she designs furniture
that is adapted from old pieces—and
one day I mentioned this in the most
ofthand way, since I thought it was so
obvious. She raised her eyebrows and
then said that the next place she intends
to live in is an extremely contemporary
house, which she plans to design herself.
At that point, I stopped making guesses.
Tarlow does love many rustic, French,
wooden, old, and massed-together-in-
interesting-ways things, but that is not
the whole picture—the whole picture is
something more subtle and more deeply
wired inside her head. If you ask her to
explain it, she says, “I like really good
things. Simple things. I like anything in-
teresting. [ know it when I see it.”

! I \ARLOW has always lived in pretty

places. She was born in Shanghai,
but when she was still a baby her family
moved to New York. She grew up in an
apartment on Fifth Avenue near the
Frick Museum, and in a summer house
on the ocean in Deal, New Jersey, which
was so big that when it burned down its
yard was used as the site for a beach club
and about a dozen ordinary-size houses.
Every summer, Tarlow would repaint
her bedroom and rearrange the furniture
in an effort to get the room exactly right.
She also enjoyed assembling things on
her mantelpiece in a visually satisfying
way. This was when she was a little kid.
If you were the owner of a forty-seven-
and-a-half-million-dollar house, you
would undoubtedly find it reassuring to
know that the person putting it together
for you had a good-looking bedroom
when she was ten. Tarlow went to
boarding school in New Jersey; when
she reminisces about her years there, she
gets sentimental over the doiserie, and
the petrified-wood panelling in the
bathrooms of the dorms.

Tarlow has the sort of mature aspect
of someone who has probably always
looked adult. She is now in her late for-
ties. She has smooth chestnut hair, dark
arched eyebrows, and an assertive
jawline. She once told me she hates be-
ing called petite, but she is in fact pe-
tite. Her clothes are conservative, dark,
tidy, and refined—the clothes of some-
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one who doesn’t love clothes but knows
what nice ones look like. In a million
years, you could not imagine her in a
Southern California-style pastel nylon
appliquéd warmup suit, shopping at a
mini-mall. She seems to like to be a
little mysterious. People who know her
have described her to me as prickly and
imperious and impatient, but she mainly
comes across as nonchalant—someone
who is unshakably sure of her own
mind. She makes a lot of powerful, de-
finitive statements in a voice of abso-
lutely flat affect, probably because she
doesn’t expect to have to argue any of
her points. In particular, she has an
unspectacular way of dismissing what
other people might find impressive. This
can include her own accomplishments,
which she usually waves off as acciden-
tal, or as the result of having been

-coerced, or as something she never

intended, or, at the very least, as some-
thing that she would now gladly aban-
don for a life of working on her water-
color paintings or taking her horses for
a ride. If her standards aren’t met, she
can be cavalier about other people’s ac-
complishments as well. Once, she took
me to a house that had an extensive col-
lection of paintings, including Picassos,
Franz Klines, and Mirés. As we were
leaving, she said, “Did you see those
paintings?” I assumed that she meant
they were dazzling. Instead, she rolled
her eyes and said, “They were just aw-
ful. Terrible. And all over the place.”

NE recent afternoon, Tarlow
dropped by to see how the work
on the Warner house was proceeding.
“It’s a big project,” Tarlow said. “We've
been at it for two and a half years so far,
but this kind of house is slow.” As she
was parking, she motioned toward a row
of garden statues and said, “This is go-
ing. All this. Awful. All the gingerbread
on the outside of the house: going. All
of it. We're simplifying. The place was
a mess. We're getting rid of all the hor-
rible stuff. When we’re done, it’s going
to be the best house in town.”

A workman walked out onto the
driveway, holding a piece of wood that
looked like walnut. “Rose, come look at
this floor,” he said. “Thhis is the twelfth
sample I've stained, and I think we've
finally got the color.”

Tarlow got out of the car, examined
the piece, remarked that she didn’t like
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the color on one part of the wood, and
said to the workman, “T'ry it one more
time. We're close. We're really close.
Once more and I think it'll be right.”
After he left, she said, “I told David
when I started this that I was going to
spend all his money. He said that would
be fine. We have a great working rela-
tionship. He’s really interested in what’s
going on.” She crossed the foyer and
stood in what will eventually be the din-
ing area, with double-height ceilings,
dentil molding, inlaid floors, and three
walls of windows. Any fewer than
twenty people would feel lost in this
room. “This is perfect for David,” Tarlow
said. “He prefers to entertain informally.”

She strolled through the “gossip
room” (oval-shaped, and soon to include
a black marble sink with a foot-operated
faucet and a rare Japanese screen), the
nursery (scheduled to become the gym),
Jack Warner’s old office (lined in butter-
colored crackled leather, which will be
left untouched), dining-room-size bed-
rooms, bedroom-size bathrooms, and
the downstairs screening room. Most of
the house is still raw wood, scaffolding,
drop cloths, and sawhorses, but it is pos-
sible to imagine it turning out to be a
good-looking place. After giving some
instructions to the floor man and the
wall man, Tarlow went outside to in-
spect a sample of trim that would re-
place the curlicues Jack Warner had in-
stalled under the eaves. “No, no, I don’t
like it,” she told the carpenter. “I want
something with more of an angle on the
bottom. It has to be like this.” She took
a pencil from his shirt pocket and
marked on the piece of trim in his hand.

“Rose, they don’t have anything like
that,” the carpenter said, looking sheepish.

She cocked her head and said, “Well,

then, let’s make it.”

FTEN, Tarlow has found herself in

the position of having to make
something herself in order to satisfy her
taste. When she was a young woman,
newly married, in Los Angeles, she de-
cided to get into the antique business.
Her husband staked her to fifty-five
thousand dollars toward her first batch
of inventory, and she went to Paris to
buy. She had, in the meantime, rented
a space on a fancy block of Melrose
Place, in Los Angeles. She didn’t know
much about running a business, but she
knew she wanted to sell interesting
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things she really liked. She went to Paris
and spent her fifty-five thousand dollars
at antique shops and at the flea market.
The shipper, who was responsible for
picking up the merchandise and send-
ing it back to her otherwise empty store,
took the money, lost it all at the race-
track, and then killed himself. Approxi-
mately half of what Tarlow had paid for
made its way to Los Angeles, but it was
not half a shipment of whole pieces—it
was a whole shipment of halves and
quarters of pieces: parts of armoires and
chunks of chairs. At this point, Tarlow
learned very quickly how to build furni-
ture and re-create antique finishes on
wood. With the store’s opening immi-
nent, she was so far behind and so under-
staffed and had her hands so full with
her two young sons that her hairdresser
came in to help set things up. This was
1975, when there were few fine-antique
dealers in Los Angeles, and even fewer
who were selling antiques that were half
old and half new. As Tarlow remembers
it, most people in Los Angeles at that
time thought the zenith of interior
design was exposed brick, a pool table,
English pub signs, and clean towels
by the Jacuzzi. In her store, which is
known formally as Rose Tarlow / Melrose
House, she had an enormous birdcage
filled with bright-colored finches, and
high-end Oriental and French antiques.
Somehow, it was a success from the day
it opened.

Tarlow decided that her retailing rule
of thumb was to be nice to everyone.
One day, she was nice to an unassuming
Japanese man who wandered into the
shop. He told her that someday he would
come back and buy everything in her
store. A month later, he came back and
bought everything in her store. Another
time, a decorator came in and said he
was having trouble finding a particular
kind of chair, so Tarlow decided to de-
sign it for him, because, she says, she
thought it would help him out, and it
would be fun to try, and she had noth-
ing better to do at that moment. Coin-
cidentally, the European wholesale an-
tique market was getting wildly inflated:
a Régence chair that she used to be able
to find for seven thousand dollars was
now twenty-four thousand, and to make
it worth finding, shipping, and present-
ing in a store in this country meant
marking it up to a price no one would
pay. Tarlow discovered that she was
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‘T won'’t lie. There have been other pussycats.”

good at designing furniture—she would
take inspiration from a classic piece and
then fiddle with some of the details—
and she also discovered that it was more
profitable than rooting around for rare
and overpriced originals. She now sells
much more furniture of her own design
than antiques.

After Tarlow and her husband were
divorced, they sold their Brentwood
house to Linda Ronstadt. The house
Tarlow lives in now, in Bel-Air, is on
the edge of a sheer hill. When the house
was being built, construction material
being delivered would have to be off-
loaded from a normal-sized truck at the
bottom of the driveway and divided into
loads that would fit on trucks tiny
enough to make it up the hill. Tarlow
designed the house herself and then had
an engineer draft the blueprints for it. It
is L-shaped, with huge, high windows,
creamy stucco walls, and Boston ivy
growing on the interior living-room
walls. Most of the furniture and the
other objects in the house are ivory or
brown or white. Modern necessities, like
telephones and toilets, are concealed in
antique wooden boxes. The floor in the
living room is seventeenth- and eigh-
teenth-century oak, from France, and
the one in the dining room is thick old
stone from the French countryside. The
ceilings are crossed with molasses-colored
beams from an eleventh-century church
in Kent, England. It took five trips to
bring the beams up the hill. The
deliverymen left the beams in a pile at
the top of the driveway, where they
looked alarmingly like a gigantic order

of Chinese spareribs. The fact that
Tarlow had never taken any courses in
architecture did not faze her, but the
sight of the family-size order of ribs gave
her a start. Over all, the place has the
rugged, sunny, otherworldly ambience
of an old California mission. After I saw
it, I wanted a house just like it. This
emotion has overwhelmed other people
as well. Some of them have even scraped
together the spare change to do some-
thing about it. One developer in Cali-
fornia recently cribbed her design and
built a copy of the house. It occurred to
me that in addition to being an antique
dealer, a furniture designer, a textile de-
signer (she is now creating fabrics for the
textile company Scalamandré), a table-
ware designer (she is also making dishes
and silverware for Swid Powell), and a
decorator, Tarlow might be interested in
becoming an architect. “No interest
whatsoever,” she said. “I only wanted to
make my own perfect place.”

HTER Tarlow had looked in on
the work on the Warner house,
she decided to drive out to Silver Lake
to check on her finisher. She got lost on
the way, and had to call her office from
her car phone to have someone there tell
her where she was. Eventually, she ar-
rived at the shop. She strolled with the
finisher through stacks of club chairs,
occasional tables, sideboards, chande-
liers, bookcases, desks, bureaus, and
knickknacks. Some were old pieces to be
tidied up and put in Geffen’s house.
Others were pieces from Tarlow’s line
that had been ordered by decorators
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from her showroom: a big black-
lacquered cabinet with chinoiserie de-
tailing, inspired by a seventeenth-cen-
tury Japanese piece; a Louis XIII-style
side chair, which she makes with a wider
seat and slightly pigeon-toed legs; her
Regency-inspired dining table, with ta-
pering, reeded legs; a Tuscan-style side
table with corkscrew legs; and a straight-
legged Louis XVI-style desk, which she
makes bigger, sleeker, and less detailed
than a true Louis XVI. Ordering upscale
designer furniture is like buying couture
clothing: it can be altered according to
the client’s whim. At the finishing shop,
for instance, we came upon some tables
and consoles of Tarlow’s that she had
originally produced in burnished dark
wood with lacy silver inlays and that
were now being made to order for a for-
eign potentate who wanted them inlaid
with gold leaf and painted bright green.
The sight of these pieces made Tarlow
look, for a moment, a little woozy. The
finisher ran his finger over the edge of
one of the green pieces, then shrugged
at her and smiled. Tarlow smiled back.
“This is why I stay away,” she said. “I
walk through here and I get upset.”

On our way back to her showroom,
Tarlow showed me a letter she’d got re-
cently from a “competition adviser” who
was looking for someone to decorate the
new house being built by a computer
zillionaire. The letter said, “[Mr. and
Mrs. Zillionaire] are preparing to begin
the exciting process of design for the in-
teriors of their estate. . . . [Mrs. Zillion-
aire] will be the driving force behind de-
cision making and shall receive my
guidance and council throughout the
process. . . . Following my effort to give
[Mrs. Zillionaire] extensive exposure to
the best design work being done in the
country, a list of designers falling within
an acceptable range of taste and quality
was developed. The selection process
will be conducted in a manner that will
assure fairness to all invited to partici-
pate.” The letter was accompanied by a
thick, glossy book with color photo-
graphs of the construction site.

1 said, “Are you going to apply?”

Tarlow looked at me as if I had lost
my mind.

TARLOW’S shop is in a little ivy-cov-
ered building set half a lot back
from the sidewalk. It is open only to the
trade, and there is nothing fancy about
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it—just lots of furniture and books of Sail ﬁ‘()m St. Tl]()mas

fabric swatches scattered around a big,

lofty room. Walking in, Tarlow was met l ht
by her design assistant, Jane Eschen, On a llelry yac

who was overseeing a photographer

shooting a picture of some of Tarlow’s Wlth y()llr OWII

furniture for an ad. The centerpiece of
the arrangement was a towering cinna- ta d “7
bar Ming cabinet that cost several hun- cap m an cre o

dred thousand dollars. Hanging behind . ) .
it was a Tarlow-designed mirror with a Here’s the way to travel in what National Geographic calls “some of the

frame that looked as if it were made of world’s most beautiful water.” Everything is paid for: food and drink,
gllded tree branches; the mirror cost fuel costs, port fees. (The cost ranges from $175 to $250 per person/per
nine thousand dollars. Eschen showed day.) Stanton Delaplane, noted travel columnist, said “This vacation
Tarlow a Polaroid that had been taken must be in the top 5 in the world. Send for more information.
to check the arrangement and the lights.
Tarlow said, “This is awful.”
Eschen looked at her. Tarlow tapped
the picture. “Look. All the white behind
it. That cabinet. It doesn’t work at all.”
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Virgin Islands Charteryacht League .
Flagship, St.Thomas 00802. Tel: 800-524-2061

Name
Tarlow put down her car keys and Address
walked into the center of the shop, City
State Zip

where the photographer was standing
on a ladder with a silver umbrella.

“Rose,” he said, hesitantly.

“We'll fix it,” she said. She stood for
a moment and looked around the room.
She was dressed in a smart navy suit with
a short skirt and a pair of high heels. Af-
ter a moment, she pushed her sleeves up
slightly and then hauled a side chair

across the room and put it in front of the .
cabinet, moved a vase that had been sit- n d";’helg a g“&ed On?:- r Weather Info n atlon
ting on it, and opened the door of the eeds extendeqa care 1or a

cabinet to block most of the white wall psyc hiatric llh,l‘,ess‘ . AtY ur Fingertips
. < N

behind it. The photographer took an-
other Polaroid and then showed it to her.

Business Phone
Home Phone

United States Virgin Islands
St.Croix St. John St.Thomas

== h
“I hate this chair,” she said. B
Eschen grimaced and said, “Oh.” Consider the anz)stmerogmm atFnendsHasjmal
“It’s too gold Tarlow said. “I hate it.” SIPCE‘ ld980 a small group of men and women have
« found warm, supportive homes in twao distinctive
We've had it in the line forever residences on our beautiful campus, with professional,
Eschen said. compassionate guidance in developing their seffesteem
“Well I hate it ” Tarlow said. She and independence. Se\/eral openings now available.
Notfor-profit services in the Quaker tradiition. Contact
pointed at the cabinet and said, “It’s not Barbara Hines, RN, MSN,, The Greystone Program at
good with that.” She hauled the chair Friends Hospital, 4643 Roosevelt Boulevard,

Philadelphia, PA 19124, 215-831-4779.

back to the other side of the room.
The photographer looked through

It's new. And it’s from Maximum, for over 25

his viewfinder and said, “Rose, it’s great ; :
A i : ) years the leader m.weather‘mstrumcms.
now. You did it.” Confused by Current Events WeatherMAX gives you just about every weather
She took a deep breath and shook Look to ORIGINS. Vi D function you could want. And it shows you trends
her head. Shi d back and A quarter] ly mdgdzme erlo] ing the ) and averages, highs and lows, alarms, and even time
er hea e stood back and contem- | | FNNCEIERRENRIE I EFTEY and date of extreme readings.

plated the arrangement. Her eyes were | | ERWHeS iseand s nfonaion, (SRR glllp Opeﬁlc‘g’eg?hﬁfMéﬁfo ezposg,ltslkeyvad

- w in Historica and large isplay. Call up any display you
Squlnted and her arms were crossed. Ev Origins, 1735 Naudain St Philadelphia, PA 19146 Perspective_J} want, or scan through all its functions with a touch
eryone in the room stood still in antici- of a button.

pation. After a moment, she pushed up We use the same, professional-quality sensors

that we include with our brass instruments, tough
her sleeves again, strode across the room, N AT'VE 1OUE
otiginal eskimo scuiplure For more information, call or write Maximum,
inch, shifted the vase an eighth of an ot 075
. t1c 3. ©14)478-7179 02745 508-995-2200.
inch, and then said, “There. It's right now. | | -emoris Garery Hous
+ African Sculpture Py S S0 rond e Sofion

! Arctic Artistry enough to earn our 5-year warranty.
moved the cabinet door a quarter of an ARTS
2Spiing Seet Inc., 30 Barnet Blvd., SuiteN04, New Bedford, MA
. Sculpture & Tapesfiies 3 led -Fi. - 12:30-4:30 p.m &
Tt's perfect. I couldn’t stand it before.” # | [ -nw Constincinan i o M ’
« S.W. Ingian Jewelry Also by apponiment




